which further explained their involvement in numerous kinds of searches for meaning at midlife; they had already rejected many of the traditional prescriptions for living. A Gallup Poll from 1985 made a similar point: This generation was even less likely to trust social and political institutions and their leaders than people who were born after them.3
The manner by which people recall the past and use it to fashion outlooks in the present can be determined from life histories. This study of generational memory is based on a collection of accounts from individuals in Whiting, Indiana, an industrial town near Chicago, in 1991. The limitations are obvious. One town, one class, and one scholar's predispositions do not make for a representative national sample. Whiting is not America. Nonetheless, what was remembered in Whiting was clearly linked to many of the issues that pervaded the nation's political discourse in the past and in the present.
The town manifests a pattern representative of the midwest industrial belt: economic and population expansion early in this century, an interlude of economic contraction in the I930s, economic stability in the period from the I940s to the I960s, and a rapid decline of 30 percent in population from 1970 to 1990 and of 70 percent in employment at the town's major source of jobs-the refinery of Standard Oil of Indiana-from 1960 Psychologists have demonstrated that narratives, along with abstract propositions, are the two fundamental forms of human cognition. Narratives in the form of life histories render complex experience understandable. Like all narratives they are subjective, despite their objective components, "reconstructing" rather than simply "resurrecting" the past in order to justify life choices. They are not only selective and subjective but also defensive and didactic. Their engagement with both the past and the present mitigates explanations of generational memories grounded solely in history but not those that are based in culture.5
The attempts of the people from Whiting to display their personal identities in life histories did not produce great variety. In their construction, these life histories resembled autobiographies, verifying Eakin's contention that self-portrayals usually involve "culturally sanctioned models of identity." Three such "models" were found in Whiting. Individuals of an older genera- tion presented themselves as morally upright, selfless, thrifty, hard working, and devoted to the welfare of others in the community and in the nation. They were not imprinted so much by past decades or events as by their long relationship with institutions and ideologies that venerated their preferred ideals: Standard Oil embodied a paternalism that promised jobs for hard toil; the Catholic church guaranteed salvation for sacrifice and adherence to marital roles; and the nation offered fair treatment in return for patriotism.6
A second model of identity was exhibited by residents born in the town after 1940. This group evinced a relationship with authorities and ideologies that sanctioned a greater variety of lifestyles. Their narratives celebrated, rather than censured, selffulfillment and mounted a stronger attack upon the power of parents and, especially, the corporations that influenced their lives. In a remarkable turn of events, the third model emerged from members of the older generation who had left Whiting and retired to Arizona. That these citizens, who had lived through the Great Depression and World War II, told of making lifestyle changes in the southwest desert implied that the imprint of the years prior to 1950 was not beyond reformulation. projects that produce them and control the final presentation, but, far from being victims, narrators are able to take advantage of the situation themselves.
In the case of Whiting, any alienation or intimidation that the residents initially may have felt because of the scholarly framework dissipated as soon as they realized, first, that my background was not so different from theirs and, second, that they knew more about themselves than I did. Their attempt to impress me with the strength of their arguments supervened my attempt to impose a chronological structure on the interviews and suggested that their memories were only partly based on encounters with historic events; they were also meant to be heard as contemporary discourses about value and authority.7
The results of the collaboration confirmed that life histories an era when Americans argued about the pervasiveness of selfishness and the need for cohesion. They recalled lives of mutualism, duty, and care and criticized contemporaries who saw life as a process of self-realization. Their memories valorized their ability to serve their families, their employers, their working-class community, and their nation. Authority was to be accommodated rather than resisted. But their loyalty was not blind. They granted it, as they told it, because they expected and received justice in return. At home, they benefited from familiar support; at church, they participated in a mutual effort at salvation; and at the refinery, they received steady jobs and pensions. Ultimately, their narratives represented a collective belief that they once upheld a common enterprise with other citizens and powerful institutions-the very basis of their loyalty-and that this communal foundation for just treatment was now disintegrating. Their accounts of the past were not only ventures into history and longing, but also demands for the reinstatement of justice in a society dominated by the state, the marketplace, and the media. And yet there was disaffection in their ranks. Although their peers who had retired to Arizona shared many of their memories of a moral community, they had decided in the present to embark upon a more determined quest for personal happiness.
The next generation-bor between 1943 and 1962 in this sample, and coming of age after World War II-revealed a different collective memory and identity. This group blended experiences that were unique to the times in which their identities were formed with some of the personal knowledge and values of their elders. They rendered accounts of mutualism in families and neighborhoods, but they affirmed, in much stronger terms, that economic security and occupational stability were best obtained through individual resourcefulness rather than through loyalty to an institution. Their sense of self-reliance was cultivated when relationships with authority throughout American society had become problematic. Conservatives had mounted a widespread attack against individual claims upon the state, and advertisers against constraints on self-fulfillment. Moreover, cultural critics have suggested that the electronic media-especially televisiontended to demystify power, fostering a "decline in prestige" of all who held it.9 In Whiting, this deterioration was rooted in the more immediate issue of Standard Oil's reduction in the workforce. Sons and daughters could no longer anticipate the lifetime jobs and benefits that accrued to their parents. Released from their parents' attachment to the refinery, they were free to characterize themselves as more self-sufficient than their elders and overtly question their authority. However, their rebellion contained something of a longing for the advantages of an earlier era that were denied them.
THE OLDER GENERATION
Whiting's older generation were the children of immigrants who came to the town in the first two decades of this century to work at Standard Oil and mills in the area. Their parents were East European Catholics who relied on friends and kin to find them homes and jobs. Their life stories contained extensive accounts of family life that stressed the themes of justice/injustice and concern/indifference. Their narratives resolved these oppositions with the idealization of duty over rebellion and selflessness over egoism. Their values did not emanate simply from events like the Great Depression but from ongoing encounters with familial, religious, corporate, and national authorities whom they considered fair and deserving of allegiance. When they gave loyalty to the community, they gave it to all of the institutions that pervaded that community. However, when they perceived that the institutions that once commanded their allegiance and supported their community were in decline-and no longer able to grant justice and benevolence-they became indignant. The nation no longer appeared to consist of caring and responsible individuals and institutions. Their patriotism had gone unrewarded; their identities were no longer validated.
The life histories of the older generation in Whiting always began with descriptions of their immigrant families. They recalled learning about the need to limit independence and to respect purchase plan that the company would partially match. In the view of some workers, men who earned such benefits had an easier time attracting marriage partners than those who did not.14 Standard Oil was appreciated not only for its rewards but also for its acts of outright benevolence. Whiting's older generation did not recall the Great Depression as an era of great economic distress. Some people lost their homes, but Standard Oil found a way to keep most employees on the payroll, at least on a part-time basis. A man born in I919 affirmed, "People don't forget those things. "15 Outside the workplace, in spaces visited largely by women, chronicles of justice and solidarity still predominated. In their subjective and selective constructions, this generation of women did not portray themselves as rebellious or particularly self-reliant; but they were not weak or deferential either. Like those of the men, their identities entailed a strong defense of the symbolic community of mutualism and justice. A woman born in I902 reconstructed a life of caring and devotion to others. Left a widow by the death of her husband from an industrial accident, she scrubbed floors at the Whiting Community Center and took in laundry to raise two children. One of her aunts provided the family with housing, and she returned the favor to the community by going door to door to raise funds for the construction of a new church. During the 1930s, she gave meals to unemployed men who drifted into her yard from the nearby railroad tracks. Another remarkable woman, who graduated first in her class at Whiting High School in 1925, returned to the community after she completed her medical education out of responsibility to both her mother and her hometown. served the nation as they had their families and employers by joining the armed services, donating blood, buying war bonds, and producing gasoline products at the refinery. One man claimed that he decided to enlist as soon as he heard the news about the bombing of Pearl Harbor. A woman born in 1916 who admitted that everyone feared the war also recalled that "people were working so hard buying bonds and everything to help our country." At St. John's Catholic Church in Whiting, a shrine was built to "Our Lady of Victory" in 1942 "for our boys in the service, for victory, and for peace." Prelates at the church maintained that "God and His Blessed Mother" deserved such reverence and that the shrine was the best possible aid that the congregation could render "to our country and our boys in the armed forces." The pursuit of common interests was reinforced at the refinery, where the company newspaper took pride in the workers' production of vital oil supplies, purchase of bonds, and exhibition of the "discipline and teamwork" that would serve many of them well in the military.l7
This ideal of mutual enterprise was thought to be lost in the present. Whiting's older generation perceived a decline in communal solidarity in both the town and in the nation, an implication that justice was at risk. Older residents began to lament the lifestyle and behavior of their neighbors. A retired refinery worker born in 1914 complained that he did not know his neighbors anymore and accused them of not being "down to earth, good, clean people." Another native observed that Whiting "was not the focus of anyone's life anymore like it used to be in the old days." She described how people failed to entertain or visit one another as they once had.18
Central to their critique was an attack upon the rising incidence of divorce. They criticized marital break-up more than any other feature of modern society; they saw it as another example of the decline of authority, solidarity, and service to others. A woman born in I9Io argued that divorce confuses children about who their authority figures are and "where they stand." She complained that materialism had replaced discipline and caring. fellow resident bitterly attacked the idea that a mother could work outside the house and expect to raise responsible children. Linking local and national loyalties, he predicted dire consequences for the nation: "There is no such thing as having a surrogate mother teach honesty and concepts to children that they will be able to understand and emulate." Another ex-refinery worker felt that "people . . . don't know how to work together. This is the key to marriage, working together."19 These detractors of modern society and selfish values were not just enacting a nostalgic defense of their own bygone values. They did not want to preserve the past but alter the present, and they were angry at traditional institutions for breaking the contract of social justice that made them feel like valued individuals. Their story of indignation began with accounts of the most remembered event in Whiting-the great refinery fire of 1955, a sudden explosion followed by an inferno that raged for days-not only because it was so dramatic but also because it led to the first significant layoffs in Whiting since 1920. The fire forced the company to modernize the plant, thereby improving safety and efficiency and reducing the number of employees. The layoffs, which actually began in the I96os, seemed an abandonment of the ideals of justice and solidarity: "We were disgusted that we had such big layoffs. . . . We were dedicated to our work. We never slouched. We tried to give them more than eight hours and made sure everything was right. Members of the older generation who were born and raised in Whiting before World War II but moved to Sun City, Arizona, also recalled the moral community of their youth with affection and nostalgia. They, however, felt more liberated than disgruntled. They pointed out that Whiting had been a repressive place as well-not by attacking authority in the past directly but indirectly, by celebrating their new lives in the "Valley of the Sun." They were relieved not to have to fulfill the traditional roles expected of senior citizens in the Indiana town, and exhibited an enhanced concern for their physical well-being-a subject that their peers in Indiana almost never raised. They also elevated the value of leisure time over a defense of the work ethic, and expressed satisfaction that their new neighbors were "professional people" rather than workers.22
In general, these Arizona transplants saw their new lives as less restrictive. One woman remarked, "I sit here and look at the The Younger Generation The life histories and identities of Whiting's younger residents also affirmed the value of a tightly knit community and expressed concern about modern disintegration, although the image of communal decline in their narratives was contested by examples of resourceful individuals free from the constraints of traditional authority and hopeful of economic rejuvenation. Pride of individual achievement and hope for progress stood in place of calls for justice and moral outrage. From the perspective of middle age, these people focused more on the prospects of the future rather than a veneration of the past. Their encounter with economic decline gave them no reason to lionize authorities and institutions that held no promise of fairness or benevolence.
This working-class sample was not so likely to attend college or achieve affluence as many of their peers who are normally associated with the sixties generation. Their encounter with the I96os and I970S was not liberating but disappointing. Traditional authorities and paths to economic security had little to offer them. Because it was difficult to find permanent jobs at Standard Oil and other plants in the area after I970, they resigned themselves to making a living through their own ingenuity.
This generation was no stranger to families of modest means and traditional values; family relationships accounted for most of their memories of mutualism. Unlike the older group's experience with authority, theirs seldom involved benevolence or justice, and, as a result, their memory of authority-even that of their parents-was more critical. One woman recalled with disdain how her father had forced her and her sister to return the pants that a neighbor had made for them because he would not let them wear anything but dresses. A man born in 1952 remembered his Southern Baptist upbringing with bitterness: "We went to church three times a week; that was very important. We prayed before every meal. We read the Bible daily.... It was either [obey] or be thrown out." Still another confessed that the death of his autocratic father did not have too traumatic effect on him.24
The younger generation stressed discontinuity more than continuity. In an era of sharp economic and cultural change, this group described their lives mainly as the result of individual A woman who graduated from Whiting High School in I958 told a similar tale of personal struggle and achievement. In accord with contemporary ideologies of women's liberation, she espoused the ideal of retaining "control of [her] life." Rejecting a career in the military for fear of becoming "a loose woman," she worked as a waitress while taking college courses. Her quest for confidence and control took a positive turn when she accepted a part-time job at the Whiting Public Library, which led her, in turn, to junior college in North Carolina. Lack of funds forced her to return to Whiting, but she eventually earned a bachelor's degree at Indiana University extension and married a man supportive of her efforts. Although she cared for her mother for a time when she was ill, she was still able to maintain her personal life.27
Although both generations recalled the recent past as a time of decline-a deterioration in the formative community in their lives-the older generation saw the problem in moral terms. For those who matured after World War II, however, the demise of Whiting did not end with moral outrage but with a dream of economic revitalization. In the early I99os, the younger people talk of the return of progress as a way of muting fears of economic decline. They are receptive to messages of individualism and self-fulfillment from contemporary culture, not only because they challenge the moral authoritarianism of their elders, but also because they sense that individualism may be the only viable resource in an economy so much more unpredictable and unjust than the one their parents knew. In their grievance with declining solidarity, they share memories and values with their elders, but in their celebration of individualism, depart from them.
The new consciousness of the younger generation was manifested strikingly in the difference between Whiting's fiftieth anniversary in 1939 and its year-long centennial celebration of 1989. Political culture always influences public commemoration. Whiting's golden anniversary was celebrated with patriotic tales and rags-to-riches stories in the local press, as well as parades of exulted citizens and dutiful workers along the city streets. In the pluralistic culture of late twentieth-century America-which Kammen describes as a culture lacking consensus-commemoration did not equate so readily with the interests of church, state, and corporation. Although the festivities paid tribute to the memories fashioned by the preceding generation-voicing the need for community spirit, family values, and social justice; honoring senior citizens, as well as ethnic and religious heritages; and singing patriotic songs-hope and optimism about the future were more the hallmark of the various events than was the desire to revisit past glories. In the mix of public presentations, the clearly defined narrative of moral outrage, so important to the town's elders, was hard to find.28 When one of the centennial's leaders looked back on the celebration later, he was reminded to sound the theme of progress and detachment from the past once again. He called the centennial "the most important thing in his life." He referred to his generation as "new pioneers," praising the current mayor as "forward looking" and decrying the older generation's resistance to change. "The centennial regenerated the community spirit," he said. "People felt oppressed here. People have to believe that they have a future. "29 Generational memory is formed in the passage of time, not simply born in pivotal decades and events. Revising the deterministic paradigm of much scholarly thinking, this study-with its subjective, limited perspective openly acknowledged-suggests that generational memory is best understood as the result of long-term encounters with economic forces and powerful authorities. Regardless of the impact of the past, however, generational views are also under constant review and discussion in the present. Whiting's oldest generation revealed, late in life, that their basic narrative was molded from memories of their formative years-the I920S through the I95os-and from their reaction to the ideas that emerged later. Undoubtedly, they asserted their critique of social change in American history as elderly people who longed for the past; but they were not just looking backward.
Nor were they were merely creating fictions. However, the tendency to reduce the complexities of life over time to a narrative clearly raises problems of representation. Friedlander has demonstrated that, despite the difficulty of discovering what is true in contemporary, postmodem discourse, with its multiplicity of meanings and interpretations, everything cannot be interpretation or fiction. Truth still exists. Moreover, the cause of historical truth is best served by the preservation and articulation of facts. For Friedlander, the truth of the Holocaust, for example, is preserved in German documents that officially report cases of extermination, regardless of what interpretations may say. For the older generation in Whiting, the reality of a just society is preserved in stories of pension benefits and mutualism. The members of this older group refused to disengage from the present, because to do so would have been to relegate their "truth"-and moral outlookentirely to the realm of fiction and public commemoration, such as the 1989 centennial celebration that muted their moral outrage. Solidarity in their eyes was threatened not only in the larger society but in their own town. Theirs was not simply a generation 29 WPI, 9I-I8. frozen in the memories of the Great Depression. They retrieved facts from the past to comment on the here and now.30
Not all of Whiting's present and former residents gave assent to the older generation. Their children, and their peers who left town, did not fully share their views. These people were willing to invest more authority in the individual than in institutions, and they looked forward to the pursuit of new lifestyles and prosperity. They often expressed dissatisfaction with the symbolic community of justice and solidarity that had once existed and were quick to expose its repressive characteristics.
Finally, the concept of generation itself is not without its problems. This study implies not only that the imprint of the past is indeterminate but also that boundaries between generations are imprecise. Generations can agree as well as disagree. For instance, both generations lamented economic decline and tended to be critical of corporate layoffs; and differences in generation did not always eliminate bonds fostered by class, although further investigation is necessary to reveal whether this connection was more pronounced for the working class or the middle class. Moreover, despite the obvious influence of life stage in remembering, both the young and the old in Whiting were concerned about the future. The former were more hopeful and the latter more pessimistic, but their respective memories and attitudes were driven, in part, by speculation about what was to come. Both groups tended to manipulate the past. Assumptions to the effect that generational outlooks are defined by pivotal events like the Great Depression or the "sixties" are wrong. Both young and old in Whiting demonstrated an ongoing connection to the process of creating meaning and exchanging information within their community and the larger society. They affirmed their commitment to participate in the continuous project of restating the reality of the past, present, and future in the contested culture of contemporary America.
